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INTERVIEW 
RAIMON 
CATHOLIC PRIEST AND HINDUIST, A BRIDGE BETWEEN 
EAST AND WEST, RAIMON PANIKKAR DEFINES RELIGION AS 
ONE OF MANKIND'S CONSTITUTIVE DIMENSIONS, A 
DIMENSION THAT NEED NOT BE GOOD NOR BAD, NOR EVEN 
ASSUMED. 
INTERVIEW 
aimon Panikkar was born in 
Barcelona in 19 18, the son of an 
Indian father and a Catalan 
mother. A Doctor in Chemical Sci- 
ences, Philosophy and Theology, he has 
lectured in Comparative Religion at the 
universities of Harvard, California, 
Madrid, Rome and Venares. At present 
he is Emeritus Professor for the Univer- 
sity of California. 
He has published more than thirty 
books, most of them in English, dev- 
oted mainly to the study of religion. As 
well as his academic side, Raimon Pa- 
nikkar is a Catholic priest and a Hin- 
duist. A bridge between East and West, 
he lives this duality not as a cocktail, 
nor with eclecticism, explaining that 
this is his Karma. A lover to the last of 
precision in words, he defines himself 
as a philosopher. For him religion is 
one of mankind's constitutive dimen- 
sions, a dimension that need not be 
good nor bad, nor even assumed. 
Panikkar does not in the least mind 
explaining and clarifying his thinking. 
He combines erudition with television 
debates as to whether or not it is possi- 
ble to live without God, or with strictly 
religious talks he holds once a month. 
He does al1 this with energy and vita- 
lity, with an almost savage vitality, and 
1 say savage because of the unusual 
force he puts into expressing his ideas, 
with the help of his hands and arms, a 
voice he modulates like an accordeon 
he can play out of tune if he wants, and 
a face marked with gravity and playful- 
ness by the continuous movement of his 
lips. 
You say the human condition is funda- 
mentally a religious one. If that's so, 
why is it that there are so many people 
in the world who don't believe in any- 
thing? 
I didn't know that. Ha, ha. ha! For me 
religion doesn't mean the walls of the 
church, or even the institution. When I 
say that man is un essentially religious 
being, I don't mean that man is essen- 
tially a being belonging to a religious 
party or un institutionalized religion. I 
define religion as a constitutive dimen- 
sion of man, not as the sociological defi- 
nition of belonging to a political party. 
People who go to church are usually less 
religious than people who don't. Very 
often, institutionalized, crystallized and 
freguently fossilized religions are more 
of un obstacle, un excuse for not having 
the true religious experience, which is 
the ultimate experience, that of life and 
death, of love, of everything man lives 
and that differentiates him from the ani- 
mals. This dimension of ultimateness is 
religion for me. The institutionalization 
of religion is a second problem. This 
institutionalization muy be necessary 
and a danger at the sume time, though 
the majority of institutions are simply 
unnecessary. 
Do you associate religion with reason? 
No. I f I  start to think rationallj? I'll des- 
pair, because what shall I base my  rea- 
son on? In this sense religion is this di- 
mension that every human being has of 
realising that his life is definitive and 
that subsequently there are things that 
are life and death, they're ultimate, 
unique. That 3 religion for me. That's 
what al1 religions set out to be. 
Have they succeeded? 
It depends. Al1 marriages set out to be 
succesful, but then a lot aren't. There are 
institutionalized religions for al1 the so- 
ciological rules. There are al1 sorts. 
So are you saying that religion means 
having a sense of transcendence? 
In a way. So long as we put the word 
transcendence in inverted commas. 
This concept of religion is a long way 
from the man in the street's concept. 
I'm discovering that, ultimately, what 
the man in the street is looking for is 
that. Why do people go to church? When 
people go to church, they're looking for 
something more than when they go to a 
restaurant, or a "Festa Major", or when 
they go to the cinema. What are they 
looking for? What people are looking for 
is salvation. What does salvation mean? 
That's a question of interpretation. Basi- 
cally, what they're looking for is some- 
thing more than they can find in a library 
or somewhere like that. In this respect, 
I'm not a long way from ordinary com- 
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mon sense. The thing is that I try to get 
to the bottom of it. They're looking for 
fulfilment, salvation, peace, happiness. 
Whether or not they find it is another 
matter. Each case has to be discussed in- 
dividually. 
Is there anything definitive in our lives? 
Each of us has his own opinion of what 
he is, and each religion in history has 
even had its own philosophies and theo- 
logies. But when you love someone you 
realise that there's something more than 
smiling for a couple of minutes. Some- 
times we make things more complicated 
than they really are. 
But is this something-more eternity? 
It's the religious dimension. One person 
will say that it's nothingness, another 
will say God, another will say love, an- 
other justice, another peace and quiet. 
Everyone will interpret it differently. 
We're here and we realise that the di- 
mension of the present isn't all we've got. 
We realise we'll have to go to a point B, 
and that will be my  fulfilment, my  
peace, and if all I do is work fiom jve to 
seven, I won't get there; that there's a 
path that will take me JLom where I am 
to what you might call the ultimate end. 
This path is religion. A path of peace, a 
path of happiness, offreedom. 
So it's a path outside of reason? 
Not outside, but it isn't limited by rea- 
son. There's no doubt that it's con- 
nected with man's awareness of himselJJ 
whether this is rational or sentimental. 
Can this path be hidden? 
That's the criticism I make of a certain 
type of life today in which this dyna- 
mism seems to have become atrophied. 
The New York underground is un expe- 
rience that strikes me as being pro- 
foundly, horrifiingly forceful, especially 
at certain times of day; it's ecstasy. Ev- 
eryone's wrapped up in themselves, tired, 
unconcerned about others, and you re- 
alise that they're looking for that, tran- 
scendence, annihilation, the Being, Noth- 
ingness. As they've got to work, there's 
competition ... they can't go about it any 
other way. Man is a transcendent ani- 
mal, he's religious ... There's something 
more in the human being that refuses to 
be imprisoned. I sometimes think what a 
pity it is that this feeling should have 
become atrophied. But it comes out in 
the end. 
Can it appeai in the form of a thirst for 
power? 
Certainly. In the end it comes out in all 
sorts of ways. When I say religion I don 't 
necessarily mean something good. 
I'm sorry, I'm not sure that I under- 
stand that. 
Religion isn't necessarily a good thing. 
Mankind's greatest crimes have been 
perpetrated in the name of religion. Reli- 
gion can be horribly deformed. Religion 
represents the best and the worst in the 
human being. 
Can politics be a religion? 
For someone who lives for that and wor- 
ships it as his ideal, it can be a religion. 
Is Catholicism in crisis? 
Oficial Catholicism? 
Is there any other? 
Yes. In this part of the world people are 
Roman-Catholic Apostolics to the ma- 
rrow and they don't realise. 
But are they official Catholics? 
That depends, but I'm referring to the 
others, the people who don't go to church 
and the people who hate priests, the peo- 
ple who think they're atheists but are no 
more than antitheists. You have to put 
yourselfin another situation, another re- 
ligion, to see to what extent Catholicism 
is in people's bones here. Catholicism, 
thank God, is in crisis. It's losing power. 
Losing power is a very Christian thing to 
do. I think we should all be overjoyed 
that we're being purified. 
How are these people characterized? 
The language of Christianity has been 
infuencing the European sou1 for 1,500 
years, and that's not something you can 
erase that easily. Sometimes, saying 
Catholicism or not is a question of se- 
mantics. For me, Catholicism means 
that from a particular outlook, which 
may be wrong, you try to find un answer 
to these ultimate questions that man- 
kind asks. In this respect, I wouldn't say 
that Catholicism in Europe is in crisis. 
What's in crisis is the Catholic institu- 
tion as we know it. In this sense, there is 
a crisis, but one that S very good. 
But at the same time, the institution is 
rearming. 
True. There's a swing towards funda- 
mentalism, which can be understood so- 
ciologically and which could be very dan- 
gerous. 
How would you analyse this swing from 
a historical point of view? 
That's a very serious and very important 
question. The first thing that anyone 
who's concerned with these problems 
ought to do is to understand them, before 
passing any kind of judgement, whether 
favourable or not. It's a fact that the 
majority of the -shall we say- traditio- 
nul religions contain strong fundamen- 
talist reactions: Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Christianity -Cathoiic or Protestant-, 
Islam. What does that mean? First of 
all, that the existing institutionalization 
of religion couldn't last, it was no longer 
convincing. This provoked a liberating 
reaction, which was followed by a swing 
in the opposite direction, with the feeling 
that all was lost. When this feeling 
arises, so as not to lose everything, the- 
re's a tendency to clutch on to anything, 
and it's at this point that what is acci- 
dentai becomes essential. This happens 
in almost all religions. That's why a real 
assessment has to rediscover this process, 
recuperate it. 
There's no doubt that the historic reli- 
gions have for centuries satisfied a wish 
for infinitude, happiness and peace for a 
lot of people. But because mankind 
changes and institutions don't change ut 
the same rate as people; because power 
corrupts and institutions are maintained 
thanks to a balance of power, what hap- 
pens is that this dress today is unsuita- 
ble. I think there've been less schizophre- 
nic times in religion than the present. 
That 's why true religious feeling today 
isn't necessarily to be found in religion. 
Sometimes it is, but there are always 
other groups. 
Are all religions equal? 
What do you mean? 
Is there no difference between being a 
Catholic and being a Hinduist? 
For who? 
For you. 
All religions are schemes for salvation. 
The're all supposed to be roads to salva- 
tion. The crisis isn't only religious, so 
much as philosophical, it 's everywhere. 
Something else implicit in religions is 
that they transform reality. A faith or a 
religion that is completely in the clouds, 
that doesn't get down to practica1 mat- 
ters, isn't a religion. Religion must have 
a political dimension, a praxis. 
Does it have to save the world? 
I don't set out to save the world. Catho- 
lics and Christians are alwas tempted to 
try and save the world. This Messianism 
is unconscious. Certainly the world 
needs to be improved. 
Is religion in the USA totally different 
to in Europe? 
Far fiom it. 
How is religion lived in the USA, if one 
can generalize? 
In the USA religion is much better insti- 
tutionalized than in Europe. 
What do you mean? 
In the same way that telephones in India 
don't work and here they do, the reli- 
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gious institution in the USA works pretty 
well. That's why, for me, personally, it's 
almost a bad thing, because as it works 
better, people j nd  it more satisfiing and 
they don't realise that religion has a cer- 
tain concern value, it has a personal di- 
mension of risk and doubt that's an in- 
trinsic part of this pilgrimage of ours. I f I  
already know where I'm going, it's 
hardly worth going there. There's no 
happiness there. It's precisely step by 
step that we discover things. If life is 
simply a package tour, it's boring. 
What do they do to keep people Satis- 
fied? 
The institution helps the poor, it has as- 
sociations for that purpose; masses that 
leave people feeling satisjed; a faith with 
a God that is no bother to a lot ofpeople 
and that seems to bring a bit of peace 
into things. This is rather a bad thing, 
but in fact the situation is slightly diffe- 
rent. 
If we were to make a suwey amongst 
Europeans and Americans, 75% of Ame- 
ricans would say they believed in God, as 
against 30% of Europeans. On the other 
hand, I think the religious phenomenon 
is much stronger amongst those people 
who don't know they believe in God than 
amongst those who have a tame God to 
sort things out for them. 
Did your time at the University of Cali- 
fornia have anything to do with what 
California represents for the United 
States? 
Of course, it's the crux of the matter. 
California has been the setting for a 
beautiful, simple reaction against what I 
said earlier. 
Could you explain to us how Amencan 
universities operate in your speciality? 
I think there are 26,000 lecturers in Re- 
ligion at the American universities, in 
what's known as Religion, which here 
would be Religious Sciences. 
Theology? 
No. It's got nothing to do with the cari- 
cature known as Theology here. In this 
respect, the North-American universities 
must be the first universities in the se- 
cond half of the twentieth century to 
have looked at the issue of religion aca- 
demically, scientijcally and seriously. 
At least the academic study of religions 
has taken a huge step forwards thanks to 
the contribution from the North-Ameri- 
can universities; unlike the European 
universities, where the study of religions 
has been almost totally neglected- 
In Europe, there are usually Faculties of 
Theology in which religion as religion is 
studied very little. Especially academi- 
cally speaking, religion hasn 't been stud- 
ied, and now the situation's got worse. 
In Holland, religious professorships are 
disappearing. Professorships in Reli- 
gious Sciences at the Catholic Faculties 
of Theology in Germany don't exist 
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either, the Protestant Faculties are dis- 
appearing. Sometimes people are frigh- 
tened, and this can be understood be- 
cause of problems of power and politics. 
Why? 
Pure economics. Today, unfortunately, 
Faculties are slaves to the market. 
Studying Afiicans is much less dangerous. 
The reaction is one of fear. There are no 
opportunities for graduates; a lot of pro- 
fessors are worried because students are 
wondering how they're going to make a 
living. This prostitutes the university, 
and we're al1 to blame. The study of 
religion in the sense I'm saying is very 
dangerous because it's very revolution- 
ary. It means you don't believe every- 
thing you're told, you discover the 
meaning of life, that it's not only a ques- 
tion of money, it's something else, and 
then you venture to do something 
worthwhile with your own life. And i f j  for 
example, you believe in research, in 
studying things, and you don't marry, 
then you're a dangerous person. This is 
also happening in the United States, 
which is a very complex society. They're 
also increasingly in the grip of the 
system, so to speak. 
1s it a dangerous subject of study for re- 
ligions? 
Undoubtedly. 
1s there anything left of the search for 
the East that was so typical of the Cali- 
fornia of the seventies? 
There are a lot of organisations that 
involve a lot of people, and a lot of peo- 
ple who have been converted. For exam- 
ple, in the United States there are over 
h a y  a million Buddhists who are very 
serious Buddhists. There are an enor- 
mous number of alternative groups that 
take their inspiration from the work of 
the seventies. It hasn't al1 been lost. 
1s this an important moment for reli- 
gion? 
Al1 moments are important, but this is 
un important moment because we canJt 
go on like this. There's a general aware- 
ness amongst people in positions of res- 
ponsibility that if we don't make a radi- 
cal change in the way we're going wete  
only got another fiSty years before us. 
There are movements like, for example, 
Religion and Peace, that are concerned 
with this. Instead of quarrelling with one 
another about whether or not I believe in 
- 
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God, or whether there are three or 24, 
religions should concern themselves with 
something that's essential to human life, 
and that's peace. How and what can we 
contribute to the issue of peace? There 
are an enormous number of movements 
in which the old patterns are disappear- 
ing. 
After al1 you've said, 1 wonder if you 
could describe your relationship with 
oficial religion. 
Very good. 
Can you be more explicit? 
I'm a Catholic priest. I want to convert 
myself I don't want to convert the 
Church, I t e  got enough to do with 
myseg At the sume time, I'm a Hindu 
and people recognize this. ThereS no 
problem in Hinduism. Al1 this without 
any kind of cocktails or eclecticisms. It's 
my karma. 
What will the religion of the future be 
like? 
It '11 be purified, transformed. 
Will it be a synthesis of al1 religions? 
No. Each human group willfind its own 
path. 
Are you optimistic or pessimistic? 
That depends on what you understand 
by each of these words. I'll do the sume, 
whether I'm successful or not, and that 
brings me peace. I don't know $1'11 be 
successful or not. I don't know i f  the 
world will have been destroyed in fifty 
years' time. What worries me is the suf 
fering of 80% of the population, a su$ 
fering we've created artficially and that 
shouldn't exist. That worries me. 
What's the starting point for a real un- 
derstanding between East and West? 
First, they need to get to know each 
other better; next, they ought to break 
down the clichés that exist on either side; 
third, indisputably, once they know 
each other they ought to love each other 
a bit more; fourth, they must want 
to learn from one another and not try 
to teach each other mutually; fifth, 
they mustn't hold on to what they are 
too much and must both be prepared 
to change, which is what I cal1 the mu- 
tual fertilization of cultures and people, 
though East and West are two very 
broad terms that mean a lot of things. 
I don't think there's one East and one 
West; I think there are a lot of Easts and 
a lot of Wests. m 
